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ST. CLOUD AREA

Quarterly Business Report
Every three months two St. Cloud
State University economists
analyze the latest business and
worker data as well as the results
from a survey of local business
leaders. The result is the St.
Cloud Area Quarterly Business
Report. It has been published
four times a year since 1999.
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Area employment fell 6.5% during pandemic
Key results of survey
Nov.
2020

Feb.
2021

Future
Business
Activity

Future
Capital
Expenditures

18.2

26.3

23.2

36.4

39.6

51.5

Feb.
2020

28.9

R

evised data released by the Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic Development (DEED) indicate St. Cloud area
employment declined 6.5% over the 12
months ending January 2021.
Area employment was 7,097 lower
than one year earlier as the local recession continues into its second year. The
pandemic has adversely aﬀected nearly
all local sectors — only the local construction sector has experienced job
growth over the past year.
Ninety percent of the impact was felt
in approximately one-half of area employment. For example, employment in
the local leisure and hospitality sector
was one-third lower over the past 12
months while the manufacturing sector
shed 10 percent of its jobs over the same
period.
The job loss in the St. Cloud metropolitan area is not quite as severe as has
been seen elsewhere in the state.
Minnesota employment contracted
by 7.8 percent and the Twin Cities reported 8.8 percent fewer jobs over the
past year.
The St. Cloud Index of Leading Eco-

23.7

COLLABORATING PUBLISHERS:

A sign is posted closing a section of seating due to COVID-19 precautions Monday, Feb. 1, at Jimmy’s Pour House in Sauk
Rapids. DAVE SCHWARZ/SCHWARZ@STCLOUDTIMES.COM

34.9

King Banaian specializes in analyzing data and writing about it in
the second portion of this report.
Rich MacDonald collects and
analyzes responses to the St.
Cloud Area Business Outlook
Survey, covered in an early portion of the report. Only MacDonald has access to the confidential
list of surveyed businesses and
the returned surveys. Questions
about the survey can be directed
to him. Special questions asked in
the survey may at times deal with
public policy but do not reflect a
political agenda of either of the
authors.

Future
Difﬁculty
Attracting
Qualiﬁed
Workers

nomic Indicators rose 0.8% in the recent period as the local economy is expected to improve from the weak numbers that have been seen since the onset
of recession. Current business activity
at surveyed ﬁrms was also improved as
economic performance continued to rebound from historic weakness three

months ago. Fifty-ﬁve percent of surveyed ﬁrms report an increase in business activity over the past three months
and only 15 percent of ﬁrms experienced
a decrease in activity over the past
quarter. The future outlook of surveyed
ﬁrms is also improved as local companies expect better business conditions
over the next six months.
In special questions, business leaders express concern about the unfavorable impact that the new administration’s health care, regulatory, tax, trade
and immigration policies will have on
their ﬁrm. Surveyed ﬁrms are less certain about the impact of the Biden administration’s infrastructure spending
plans.
In this quarter’s other special question, 42.4 percent of surveyed ﬁrms are
strongly opposed to a potential 1⁄2-cent
increase in the local sales tax in St.
Cloud and Waite Park. Another 9.1 percent of ﬁrms are somewhat opposed to a
sales tax hike, while 21.2 percent of
ﬁrms are neutral and 15.2 percent of
ﬁrms somewhat favor a local sales tax
See RECESSION, Page 4I

Cellphones tell a pandemic tale

E

ver since the ﬁrst executive orders
asked Minnesotans and Americans more generally to stay home
to prevent COVID-19 spread, economists
have sought to determine how big an effect on the economy came from less human interaction. Since orders were at
the state (and counties, in some cases)
level there has been analysis of evermore local data, and more data produced.
One new source of data has come
from cellphones. Google has provided
daily data globally on the movement of
cellphones that use its Android operat-

ing system to measure changes in the
movement of people carrying these
phones between diﬀerent locations. For
the U.S., the data are broken down by
state and county for six types of locations: groceries and pharmacies, parks,
retail and recreation locations, transit
stations, residential and workplaces.
The data show how much more or less
time each phone spends in a location
relative to a baseline set as the ﬁrst six
weeks of 2020.
We have shown three of the six
See CELLPHONES, Page 4I
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Survey results for standard questions
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Table 1: Current Business Conditions

St. Cloud Area Business Outlook
Survey summary, Feb./Mar. 2021
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St. Cloud Area Business Outlook
Survey summary, Feb./Mar. 2021

Table 2: Future Business Conditions

Notes: (1) Reported numbers are percentages of businesses surveyed. (2) Rows may not sum to 100 because of "not applicable" and omitted responses. (3) Diffusion indexes represent the percentage of respondents indicating an increase minus the
percentage indicating a decrease. A positive diffusion index is generally consistent with economic expansion. Source: SCSU School of Public Affairs Research Institute

and ﬁscal and monetary policy actions have continued to support national recovery. We do note, however, that the measures on payroll employment, labor
shortages, and average length of workweek are weaker than was seen last quarter. This is a reminder that
the area labor market is still a long way from returning
to its pre-recession activity.
The current capital expenditures index is somewhat lower than its elevated level last quarter. However, it is worth noting that the 27.2 value on this item
is the highest February reading since 2015. Capital
spending remains strong in the St. Cloud area and, as
we see in Table 2, is expected to remain so over the
next six months. As we noted last quarter, area ﬁrms
are beginning to experience higher prices received.
The prices received index in Table 1 is 48.4—the highest value ever recorded on this item (see accompanying chart). We are unsure if these pricing increases are
leading to improved proﬁt margins or are simply a reﬂection of higher input prices paid being passed on by
local ﬁrms. We note recent ﬁnancial market volatility
has been, at least in part, driven by a narrative of rising inﬂationary pressures. Our elevated local prices
received index seems consistent with that narrative.
As always, ﬁrms were asked to report any factors
that are aﬀecting their business. These comments include:
h Gas has already increased 50 cents per gallon
since Biden.
h Taxes will (aﬀect us) and the current administration’s stopping the Keystone Pipeline as we use a lot of
oil-based products.
h The seeming universal ﬁxation on bad news. We
are all blessed to be alive at this time. Take two aspirin
& get to bed early!
h Local real estate taxes are too high. $45,000 for
(our business structure) is unrealistic.
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T

ables 1 and 2 report the most recent results of
the St. Cloud Area Business Outlook Survey.
Responses are from 33 area businesses that returned the recent mailing in time to be included in the
report. (We note that another casualty of the COVID
recession has been reduced survey participation as
the sample has continued to decline over the past
year.)
Participating ﬁrms are representative of the diverse collection of businesses in the St. Cloud area.
They include retail, manufacturing, construction, ﬁnancial, health services and government enterprises
both small and large. Survey responses are strictly
conﬁdential. Written and oral comments have not
been attributed to individual ﬁrms.
Table 1 shows that the three-month period ending
in February 2021 was improved from the previous
quarter in four categories, including overall business
activity. While the local economy remains in recession, many ﬁrms have begun to see improved business conditions. We note that the diﬀusion index of
39.3 on current business activity is the highest February reading ever recorded (which is no doubt a reﬂection on how bad conditions were three months ago). A
diﬀusion index represents the percentage of respondents indicating an increase minus the percentage indicating a decrease in any given quarter. For any given
item, a positive index usually indicates expanding activity, while a negative index implies declining conditions.
Other index values in Table 1 also rebounded this
quarter as many area ﬁrms continued to work their
way through the challenges posed by the pandemic.
Readings on employee compensation and national
business activity were improved from last quarter.
The national business activity index is also higher
than one year ago (see accompanying chart) as COVID-19 vaccines have become more widely available

Chart 1: Current Prices Received

Chart 2: Current National
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Chart 3: Future Business Activity
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all-time high recorded last quarter. At that time, 50
percent of surveyed ﬁrms expected higher prices received by May 2021 (and no ﬁrms expected lower future prices received). In this quarter’s survey, only
36.4 percent of ﬁrms expect higher prices received by
August (and once again, no ﬁrms expect lower future
prices received). This continues to be an interesting
survey item that warrants close attention in the coming months.
Finally, as we have frequently done over the years,
this quarter’s ﬁnal survey chart looks at the future difﬁculty attracting qualiﬁed workers index. This value
of this series is 18.2 this quarter. By comparison, its
value was 26.3 one quarter ago (at which time it was
the highest value recorded in two years). We have often noted that this index has served as one of our unoﬃcial indicators of local recession. Historically this
series has followed a similar pattern as the aggregate
economy, so we always pay close attention to the
readings on this survey item. While this quarter’s
reading is somewhat lower than in November 2020, it
is a welcome improvement from the weakness we saw
in this series in May and August of last year. Moreover,
the pandemic-induced contraction of the local labor
force inﬂuenced the results for this question at this
time.

Chart 5: Future Difﬁculty
Attracting Qualiﬁed Workers
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T

he results from the future conditions survey in
Table 2 are similar to what was seen in the same
survey one year ago (before the pandemic hit
Minnesota) and are largely favorable compared to last
quarter’s future outlook. The local economy is expected to continue to improve by August (which is to some
extent a usual seasonal occurrence). For example, the
index value on future business activity is 51.5, which
is much improved from last quarter as well as one year
ago. While there is seasonality in the future business
activity series, it also shows that the index is now the
highest it has been in three years. Sixty-one percent
of surveyed ﬁrms expect improved business activity
by August. We also note that the index values on future employment, length of workweek, and employee
compensation showed solid readings in this quarter’s
future business conditions survey.
The future capital expenditures index continued to
rebound from its historic low of nine months ago. As
can be seen in the accompanying chart, the May 2020
survey results on future capital expenditures were
very dismal indeed. Since that time the capital expenditures future outlook has steadily improved. This is
yet another sign of the future optimism expressed by
area business leaders. The future national business
activity index was little changed from last quarter.
The future prices received index is lower than its

Chart 4: Future Capital
Expenditures
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Employment takes broad-based hit
T
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Table 3: Employment trends
ST. CLOUD
’06-’21
long term

MINNESOTA

Jan. ’20 to Jan. ’21
growth rate

TWIN CITIES

Jan. ’20 to Jan. ’21
growth rate

’06-’21
long term

Jan. ’20 to Jan. ’21
growth rate

’06-’21
long term

Total non-ag

0.3%

-6.5%

0.0%

-7.8%

0.1%

-8.8%

Total Private

0.2%

-7.4%

0.1%

-8.2%

0.2%

-9.2%

-0.4%

-6.0%

-0.7%

-4.8%

-0.5%

-3.8%

2.1%

4.1%

-0.5%

-4.5%

-0.2%

-2.5%

-1.3%

-10.0%

-0.8%

-4.9%

-0.6%

-4.3%

0.4%

-6.6%

0.2%

-8.3%

0.2%

-9.6%

GOODS PRODUCING
Mining/Logging/Construction
Manufacturing
SERVICE PROVIDING
Trad/trans/utilities

0.3%

-4.5%

-0.3%

-5.5%

-0.3%

-6.6%

Wholesale Trade

1.5%

-0.5%

-0.3%

-3.5%

-0.5%

-4.8%

-0.4%

-6.3%

-0.6%

-5.5%

-0.5%

-6.1%

1.6%

-2.8%

0.6%

-7.8%

0.4%

-9.8%

Retail Trade
Trans/Ware/Util

-2.5%

-7.1%

-2.4%

-12.4%

-2.1%

-11.6%

Financial Activities

Information

1.2%

-4.6%

0.7%

-0.9%

0.8%

-1.0%

Prof & Business Serv.

0.2%

-7.3%

0.6%

-7.3%

0.7%

-8.1%

Education & Health

2.5%

-2.5%

1.9%

-4.4%

2.2%

-6.3%

Leisure & Hospitality

-3.3%

-33.3%

-1.5%

-31.8%

-1.8%

-35.2%

Other Services (Excl.Gvt)

-0.8%

-11.6%

-0.9%

-11.3%

-0.6%

-11.8%

Government

0.4%

-1.0%

-0.2%

-5.7%

-0.3%

-6.3%

Federal

2.8%

1.4%

0.0%

1.4%

-0.1%

1.5%

State

-1.2%

-9.9%

0.3%

-2.9%

-0.6%

-3.7%

Local

0.5%

2.3%

-0.3%

-7.4%

-0.2%

-8.3%

Table 4: Other Economic Indicators

2021

2020

Change

St. Cloud MSA Labor Force, January (MN Workforce Center)

109,840

113,375

-3.1%

St. Cloud MSA Civilian Employment #, January**

103,692

108,569

-4.5%

St. Cloud MSA Unemployment Rate*, January **

5.6%

4.2%

NA

Minnesota Unemployment Rate*, January**

5.1%

3.8%

NA

Mpls-St. Paul Unemployment Rate*, January**

4.8%

3.1%

NA

St. Cloud Area New Unemployment Claims, November-January Average**

2,978.0

1,188.3

150.6%

St. Cloud 12 Stock Price Index as of January 31 (SCSU)

839.85

824.13

1.9%

St. Cloud City Residential Building Permit Valuation
in thousands, Nov. - Jan. Average (City of St. Cloud)

1,398.7

992.3

41.0%

113.0

112.2

0.8%

St. Cloud Index of Leading Economic Indicators

MSA = St. Cloud Metropolitan Area, comprised of Stearns and Benton counties. # The employment numbers here are based on household estimates,
not the employer payroll estimates in Table 3; * Not seasonally adjusted; NA Not applicable or not available. ** MN Workforce Center

Table 5:
Impact of
Indicators
on St. Cloud
Leading
Economic
Indicators,
January 2021

Impact on leading
economic indicators

Indicator

Initial Claims for Unemployment Insurance

UP

New Business Incorporations

DOWN

Professional Employment

DOWN

St. Cloud 12 Stock Price Index

UP

Current Conditions in Survey

UP

Future Conditions in Survey

DOWN

Employment declines were broad-based except for construction
0
-1,000

-2,464

-5,000

2020, St. Cloud

-6,000

MSA

-1,604

-7,000

-755
308

-750

-8,000

-602

-248

-180

-70

Financial activities

Government

Other services

Prof/Bus services

Ed/health services

Manufacturing

Retail trade

Leisure/hospitality

-9,000

-62

-58
Construction +

-4,000

2019-December

-2,715

Wholesale trade

-3,000

sector, December

Information

-2,000

employment by

Transp./Wrhsing

Change in

St. Cloud 12 Stock Price Index
1,000
900
800
700
(Nov. 1994 = 100)
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500
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10/1/20
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6/1/20

4/1/20

2/1/20

12/1/19

10/1/19

8/1/19
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2/1/18
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10/1/17

8/1/17

6/1/17

4/1/17

400
2/1/17

able 3 shows that the local economy saw a 6.5% decline in area employment in the 12 months through
January 2021. These data were revised
from much smaller declines: The revision
subtracted 3,557 jobs (3.4%) from previously-reported levels in December 2020.
Moreover, it eliminated what was initially thought to be job gains in the key local
retail trade sector. Instead of gaining
1,322 jobs between March and December
2020, as previously reported, the retail
sector lost 697 jobs. (We discuss the retail sector in more detail in another portion of this report beginning on the front
page.)
Whereas previous data showed St.
Cloud with smaller job losses than other
areas in Minnesota, this is no longer the
case. Duluth area private sector employment was 7.1 percent lower and Rochester
shed 5.8 percent of its private sector jobs
over the past 12 months. Still, the Twin
Cities had 9.2% fewer jobs in the private
sector over the past twelve months, the
largest decline of any metro area.
All sectors showed a decline except for
construction. Ninety percent of the job
loss was contained in leisure/hospitality,
manufacturing, education/health services and retail trade, which contain 52%
of area employment as of the end of
2020. Revisions also signiﬁcantly increased the loss of jobs in the education
and health services sector, now shown as
1,211 jobs for the March-December period
versus 268 previously reported.
In Table 4 we ﬁnd that the St. Cloud
metro area unemployment rate rose to
5.6% in January 2021 from 4.2% a year
earlier. While a 1.4% rise in the unemployment rate would be alarming in and
of itself, we see that the share of St. Cloud
area residents employed fell by a much
larger 4.5%. The diﬀerence represents
the change in the size of the labor force,
which fell by 3,535 persons or 3.1%. The
state’s unemployment rate rose to 5.1% in
January from 3.6% a year earlier. Its labor
force participation rate is a substantial
reason for it not rising more, having fallen from 69.9% to 67% in the same timeframe.
Initial claims for unemployment insurance in the St. Cloud metro area are
still very elevated, having risen more
than 150%. Reﬂecting the growth in construction, the value of building permits
for new residential construction in the
city of St. Cloud rose 41%. The St. Cloud
12 Stock Price Index rose 1.9% year over
year and 15.9% in the last quarter. This
was more than double the rate of the S&P
500 index, which rose 7% in the last
quarter. New Flyer was the strongest performer, gaining 95.3%. Other strong
gainers were Capital One (up 42.4%),
Newell Brands (36.2%) and American
Axle (31.1%). Only two of the 12 stocks fell
in value over the quarter: C.H. Robinson
and Encore Capital Group.
While the six indicators of the St.
Cloud Area Index of Leading Economic
Indicators were evenly split between up
and down, responses from area business
leaders on current economic conditions
in the St. Cloud Area Quarterly Business
Survey swamped all three of the down indicators seen in Table 5. The impact of
lower initial claims for unemployment
insurance in the quarter, combined with
the St. Cloud 12 Stock Price Index, moved
the overall index higher. The leading index for the ﬁrst half of 2021 is the highest
since the third quarter of 2018, which is
the high-water mark of the series.
As of March 13, 21.7% of Stearns County residents had received at least one
dose of vaccine; 14.3% had received a
complete dose. This includes more than
82% of all residents age 65 or higher.
While it has become almost cliché to say
“the pace of the economic recovery follows the path of the pandemic," it is certainly true that the initial uptake of vaccines has made some hopeful. When survey respondents are shown to respond
that their expectations for the next six
months from February 2021 are as strong
as they did in February 2020 that is a
good sign, as the local economy was doing very well then.
That said, a 3.7% decline in Minnesota’s labor force in the last 12 months, or a
3.1% decline in St. Cloud’s, is a signiﬁcant
drag on the economy. Doses of COVID relief checks from Washington may add to
demand for goods and services at the
same time ﬁrms are less able to produce
because they lack workers. More than
60% of area ﬁrms expect their business
activity to increase in the next six
months but less than 40% expect to add
workers. More than a third believe they
can raise prices but half believe they will
have to raise wages and beneﬁts. We argue, therefore, that the path of the recovery will follow the path of labor market
participation which was already on a
downward path before the pandemic.
For the economy to return to normal,
that participation will need to revert to its
level from 2019, and that will still take
time.

4I

|

SUNDAY, MARCH 21, 2021

|

ST. CLOUD TIMES

K1

Cellphones

Deviation in travel to workplace, Stearns County

Continued from Page 1I

0%

graphs nearby that look only at Stearns County. (It
is not possible to combine counties, and for smaller counties there are large variations and gaps of
coverage.) We have removed weekends and holidays from the data to tell the following stories
about the pandemic’s impact on the St. Cloud
area.
Travel to workplaces has fallen 28.7% between
March 16, 2020 (when the early executive order in
Minnesota was given by Gov. Walz) and March 5,
2021. Since these data have seasonality it is worth
noting that the most recent three weeks ending
March 5, 2021, saw travel to workplaces down
21.4% versus -1.1% for the same three weeks in
2020, prior to the pandemic.
During the period of Executive Order 20-20,
when Minnesota’s Safe at Home directive had all
non-essential employees work from home,
Stearns County residents with Android phones
visited workplaces 42.1% less. Thus only half of
that reduction has been restored since the Safe at
Home order expired on May 18, 2020. By contrast,
people were in household residences 16.9% more
since March 16, 2020.
Travel to retail and recreation locations was
also reduced dramatically, falling 39.4% during
the Safe at Home period. Overall travel to retail has
fallen 13.5%. Another new dataset from the U.S.
Census (not shown) indicates that Minnesota
gasoline stations without groceries and clothing
stores suﬀered the largest losses of retail sales.
The latter was down 26.4% in Minnesota. This
statistic seems a reasonable proxy for mall activity.
Sporting goods and building materials stores
have gained as demand for outdoor activities has
increased and the construction boom has spilled
over into remodeling, gardening, etc. In 2019, St.
Cloud area retail employment in gas stations and
clothing stores combined was 14.3% of all retail
employment compared to 13.5% in sporting goods
and building materials stores.
General merchandise stores – the largest retailers – saw only a 2.5% decline in sales for the 12
months to November 2020; that subsector holds
18.4% of all retail employment in the St. Cloud
area. Another 17.8% of local retail workers are in
motor vehicle and parts dealers, where Minnesota
sales were virtually unchanged. Grocery and
pharmacy stores saw increased traﬃc in summer,
as seen on the nearby graph, but fell to approximately zero by fall except for holiday shopping.
Overall weekday traﬃc in those stores in the St.
Cloud area was down less than 1% and down 3.2%
including weekends.
U.S. Census data shows retail sales for food and
beverage establishments in Minnesota fell 6.2% in
the 12 months to November 2020; in St. Cloud, employment in these establishments was 18.2% of all
retail employment in 2019.
The most surprising point is the persistence of
changed behavior. The later executive orders have
been more limited on areas outside of leisure and
hospitality, and changes in these cellphone data
barely move from September to present time. Only
time will tell us if the changes, particularly to
workplace destinations, become a new normal.

Recession
Continued from Page 1I

extension.

Key takeaways

1

. Private sector payroll employment in the St. Cloud area fell 7.4
percent from one year earlier in the
12 months through January 2021. The
unemployment rate in the St. Cloud area
was 5.6% in January 2021, which was
higher than the 4.2% ﬁgure observed
one year ago. It would have been higher
except the local labor force contracted
by 3.1 percent over the past year. By
comparison, the statewide unemployment rate was 5.1% in October and private sector employment declined by
8.2% across the state.
. Nearly all area sectors experienced employment declines over
the year ending January 2021.
Sectors with the largest job losses include leisure/hospitality (-33.3%), other services (-11.6%), state government

2
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(-9.9%), manufacturing (-10%), retail
trade (-6.3%), and professional & business services (-7.3%). The only sectors
experiencing employment gains are
federal government (1.4%), local government (2.3%) and mining/logging/
construction (4.1%).
. The St. Cloud Index of Leading
Economic Indicators (LEI) rose by
0.8% in the current period. Three
of the six LEI indicators rose in the current quarter. The St. Cloud 12 Stock Index rose 15.9% over the three months
ending January 31, 2021. Over the same
period, the S&P 500 rose 7.0%. Ten of 12
stocks in the St. Cloud index rose in
those three months.
. The future outlook of those area
businesses responding to the St.
Cloud Area Business Outlook Survey was improved as area ﬁrms become
more optimistic about economic performance over the next six months. Sixtyone percent of surveyed ﬁrms expect an
increase in business activity over the
next six months (and 9% expect decreased activity). Thirty-nine percent of
surveyed ﬁrms expect to expand payrolls by August 2021 and 36% anticipate

3
4

increased prices received over the next
six months. Nearly one-half of surveyed
ﬁrms expect to pay higher wages and
salaries by August.
. The local labor shortage has
moderated. Twenty-one percent
of ﬁrms expect it to be more diﬃcult to attract qualiﬁed workers over the
next six months and only 3% expect
these diﬃculties to decrease. The diﬀerence of those two numbers at 18 is less
than observed last quarter.
. In this quarter’s ﬁrst special
question, area business leaders
express concern about the unfavorable impact of the Biden administration’s health care, trade, tax, regulatory
and immigration policies on their ﬁrm.

5
6

For example, 39% of surveyed ﬁrms indicate the new administration’s tax policies will have a large unfavorable impact on their company; 36% of ﬁrms expect a medium unfavorable impact of
regulatory policies enacted by the White
House. Firms seem to be less concerned
about the impact of policies associated
with infrastructure spending.
. Firms were asked to consider the
extent to which they favor or oppose a possible 1⁄2-cent future
sales tax hike in St. Cloud and Waite
Park. Forty-two percent of ﬁrms are
strongly opposed to a sales tax hike and
another 9% are somewhat opposed.
Twenty-one percent of surveyed ﬁrms
were neutral.
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SPECIAL QUESTION 1
Special Question 1
In his ﬁrst months in ofﬁce, President Biden will be considering a number of economic policies whose effects could
potentially influence business activity. Considering both direct and indirect effects, to what extent do you expect your
company will be impacted in each of the following policy areas that are likely being considered by the new administration?

Infrastructure
Spending

Immigration Policy
39.4%

33.3%

0.0%

9.1%

12.1%
0.0%
3.0%

6.1%

Large Unfavorable Impact
Medium Unfavorable Impact
Small Unfavorable Impact
No Impact
Small Favorable Impact
Medium Favorable Impact
Large Favorable Impact
NA
Other

0.0%

0.0%
0.0%

Large Unfavorable Impact
Medium Unfavorable Impact
Small Unfavorable Impact
No Impact
Small Favorable Impact
Medium Favorable Impact
Large Favorable Impact
NA
Other

Large Unfavorable Impact
Medium Unfavorable Impact
Small Unfavorable Impact
No Impact
Small Favorable Impact
Medium Favorable Impact
Large Favorable Impact
NA
Other

0.0%

0.0%

6.1%

15.2%
15.2%

15.2%

15.2%

18.2%
12.1%

15.2%

18.2%
18.2%
6.1%
6.1%
9.1%

9.1%
0.0%

0.0%
3.0%
3.0%

9.1%
9.1%

Large Unfavorable Impact
Medium Unfavorable Impact
Small Unfavorable Impact
No Impact
Small Favorable Impact
Medium Favorable Impact
Large Favorable Impact
NA
Other

0.0%

0.0%

9.1%
9.1%
6.1%

9.1%

15.2%

15.2%

Large Unfavorable Impact
Medium Unfavorable Impact
Small Unfavorable Impact
No Impact
Small Favorable Impact
Medium Favorable Impact
Large Favorable Impact
NA
Other

9.1%
3.0%

3.0%
3.0%
0.0%

6.1%

Large Unfavorable Impact
Medium Unfavorable Impact
Small Unfavorable Impact
No Impact
Small Favorable Impact
Medium Favorable Impact
Large Favorable Impact
NA
Other
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Trade Policy

27.3%

27.3%

27.3%
21.2%

27.3%

Tax Policy
39.4%

Regulatory Policy

36.4%

Health Care Policy

HOW WILL YOUR FIRM BE IMPACTED BY ECONOMIC
POLICIES OF THE BIDEN ADMINISTRATION?

our years ago — in February 2017
— the U.S. was transitioning to a
new administration in the White
House. At that time, President Trump
had signaled a number of economic policy changes would be forthcoming during his term. Policies including trade,
health care reform, regulation, infrastructure spending, taxes and immigration reform were visibly debated during
the 2016 presidential campaign, which
led area ﬁrms at that time to form expectations of economic policy during a
Trump presidency.
In 2017, then, we asked area business
leaders to indicate the extent to which
the various economic policy measures
would either favorably or unfavorably
impact their ﬁrm. The survey results
mainly showed ﬁrms were anticipating
the new administration’s policies would
be favorable. For example, 78% of ﬁrms
expected favorable results from tax policy and 67% anticipated regulatory policy would favor them. Area ﬁrms also expected to beneﬁt from health care reform and infrastructure spending. Less
clear was the extent to which ﬁrms
would be impacted by trade policy and
immigration reform.
Now the Biden administration arrives
in Washington in the 11th month of the
pandemic recession. Its ﬁrst act was to
pass a $1.9 trillion stimulus package to
provide additional economic assistance
to households, businesses, and state/
local governments.
President Biden now turns to other
economic policy objectives that were
discussed and debated during the presidential campaign. To gauge reaction to
those new objectives, we replicated the
special question we asked four years
ago—this time applied to the Biden administration. We asked:
In his ﬁrst months in oﬃce, President
Biden will be considering a number of
economic policies whose eﬀects could
potentially inﬂuence business activity.
Considering both direct and indirect effects, to what extent do you expect your
company will be impacted in each of the
following policy areas that are likely being considered by the new administra-

tion?
The results are interesting. Surveyed
ﬁrms expect to be unfavorably impacted
by the new administration’s trade, regulatory, health care, immigration and tax
policies. They are less certain how they
will be impacted by infrastructure
spending plans. Nearly 76% of respondents expect an unfavorable impact
(from small to large) of the president’s
tax policies. Fifty-ﬁve percent of ﬁrms
expect an unfavorable impact of health
care policy and 67% think regulatory
policy will be unfavorable to them. As
can be seen in the accompanying charts,
many ﬁrms expect these unfavorable
impacts to be either large or medium in
size.
Written comments include:
h Paying additional taxes; higher
prices for products.
h Green New Deal will spike our energy/fuel expenses as well as cost of goods
from vendors; emission regulations will
increase vehicle expenses; jobs lost in
energy sector will hurt economy.
h This assumes his policies get enacted which is uncertain. I don’t see the
minimum wage increase (in the survey
question), but that would be highly unfavorable. Eviction ban a problem too.
h As an importer, tariﬀs hurt us.
h I can’t control what President Biden
does.
h We have already seen a decline in
purchasing with health care clients;
they are not sure what will happen with
the new administration.
h I don’t overreact to administration
policies and politics—favorably or negatively. My opinion is it takes years to assess true impact.
h If increased spending is construction, we will see a modest trickle down.
h Most of his plans is socialism; not
good for anybody.
h Having a reactionary policy to the
way things are is irresponsible.
h I believe President Biden has lost
touch with reality and is only making
decisions based on what his advisors
are telling him.
h We're a union shop so the immigration issue doesn't aﬀect our work. We do

imports carry minimal tariﬀs and don't
have to pay for all the government/regulatory costs that US manufacturers are
burdened with and have to build into the
cost of their product, not to mention
that these same countries limit through
regulation or tariﬀs the ability for US
manufacturers to compete in their markets.
h Paper is a commodity that is aﬀected by trade, regulation & tax policy. We
are looking at an 8% increase already
due to energy cost.

commercial work.
h Our greatest fear is that President
Biden's policies, namely taxes, are targeted at "large" companies, but aﬀect
small to medium companies.
h Biden's ﬁrst 30 days have already
proven this will be an anti-business administration.
h No signiﬁcant changes.
h Hopefully, the Biden administration will follow through on trade policy
to assure tariﬀs in place will hold or increase. Continues to be frustrating that
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SPECIAL QUESTION 2

A POTENTIAL 1⁄2 CENT INCREASE IN THE LOCAL SALES TAX

T

he St. Cloud Times reported on
Jan. 27, 2021, that St. Cloud and
Waite Park were considering
seeking legislative approval to ask voters to support a 1⁄2-cent increase in the
local sales tax to fund a variety of local
projects.
If the request is approved by the state
Legislature, the two local communities
would seek voter approval in a general
referendum in 2022. The local sales tax
increase would potentially fund local
road improvements, park trail extensions, Municipal Athletic Complex renovation and construction of a Waite
Park public safety facility, with each of
these projects requiring separate voter
approval. This process still has a long
way to go, but we thought we would ask
area ﬁrms the extent to which they favor
or oppose a potential 1⁄2-cent local sales
tax hike. We asked:
The cities of St. Cloud and Waite Park
were recently considering requesting
the Minnesota Legislature's consent to
ask voters to approve a 1⁄2-cent increase
in the local sales tax. If approved by the
Legislature, local voter approval would
be sought in 2022, which could fun local
road improvements, park trail extensions, MAC renovation and construction of a Waite Park public safety facility. Each project would need separate
voter approval. The new sales tax would
likely be collected through 2043. To what
extent does you business favor or oppose
this potential 1⁄2-cent increase in the local sales tax?
The results speak for themselves. No
local ﬁrm strongly favors this potential
sales tax increase and only 15% somewhat favor the sales tax. Forty-two percent strongly oppose this sales tax increase, while 9% are somewhat opposed. Another 21% of ﬁrms are neutral
on this question.
Firms’ written comments help tell the
story:
h On top of our current local tax
seems excessive—we get negative feedback at the current level.
h We already are taxed enough!!
h Increases the cost of products to the
consumer. We are already higher than
most of the state.
h It’s not fair. We already pay multiple
taxes earmarked for road construction.

GETTY IMAGES

h Tracking local taxes for sales tax
submissions is a nightmare.
h I would beat the drum loudly if 5G
was included.
h When I travel through Waite Park, I
see a lot of park and outdoor improvements that are not being fully used. People do not need to be taxed any more
than they already are. They should be focusing on small business recovery and
not increasing taxes. This will drive people to increase their online shopping.
h Seems like a small sacriﬁce for big
returns. We would support the tax increase.
h Nothing to comment on other then
I'd like to see government spend their
revenue wiser.
h Please account for the current added tax collections before more are collected.
h We need more taxes like we need a
poke in the eye with a sharp stick. Address and ﬁx the wasting of dollars already collected from the taxpayers and
use those funds for these projects.
h We do not collect sales tax, and
much of our expenses is sales tax free.
h These are "old economy" need s.

Special Question 2

Strongly favor

The cities of St. Cloud and Waite
Park were recently considering
requesting the Minnesota
Legislature’s consent to ask voters
to approve a 1/2 cent increase in
the local sales tax.
If approved by the Legislature,
local voter approval would be
sought in 2022 which could fund
local road improvements, park
trail extensions, MAC renovation,
and construction of a Waite Park
public safety facility.
Each project would need
separate voter approval. The
new sales tax would likely be
collected through 2043. To what
extent does your business favor
or oppose this potential 1/2 cent
increase in the local sales tax?

0.0%

Somewhat favor

15.2%

Neutral

Somewhat oppose

21.2%

9.1%

Strongly oppose

COVID reaction has more than demonstrated there are creative ways to get
things done.
h Makes us non-competitive as we
bid regionally and nationally.

NA

Other

42.4%

9.1%

3.0%

h I think we have enough tax in our
state and our city. I'd like to see tighter
better managed resources (primarily accountability of managers and employees).
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